Staphylococcal enterotoxin superantigens.
Staphylococcal enterotoxins (SE) are a family of structurally related proteins that are produced by Staphylococcus aureus. They play a role in the pathogenesis of food poisoning and are the most potent activators of T lymphocytes known. The receptors for SE on antigen-presenting cells are major histocompatibility complex class II molecules. Recent studies have shown that a complex of SE and major histocompatibility complex class II molecules is required for binding to the variable region of the T cell antigen receptor beta-chain. SE mitogenic activity is dependent on induction of interleukin 2, which may be intimately involved in the mechanism of SE toxicity. The minor lymphocyte-stimulating "endogenous" self-superantigen has recently been shown to be a retroviral gene product, so that this too is apparently a microbial superantigen. An understanding of the mechanism of action of these microbial superantigens has implications for normal and pathological immune functions.